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The authority of the Prophet is only limited to doctrinal affairs and the matters of worship, as far as the worldly affairs are concerned; they are not governed by the prophetic authority. Critically discuss. 
[bookmark: _Hlk504429031]The term sunna refers to the actions and spoken life of Prophet Muhammed. There is consensus that the sunna acts as a ‘crucial’ and necessary ‘complement’ to the Qurʿān.[footnoteRef:1] This paper will seek to analyse the nature and scope of Prophetic authority permitted within this complimentary ideal. It will argue that Prophetic authority should be limited to matters of doctrine and worship and that to extend its authority is problematic for three reasons: the fallibility of the Prophet, the temporal nature of his witness and the fragmentary nature of the hadith literature. [1:  Cyril Glassé, The Concise Encyclopaedia Of Islam (London: Stacey International, 2008), 504.] 

Justice Muhammad Taqī Usmānī, the source of the quote used for the basis of this paper, has been at the forefront of advocating for complete Prophetic authority in his work The Authority of the Sunnah. He writes:
the authority of the Prophet is clearly established by the Holy Qurʿān for all people and all times. Islam… is not merely a set of doctrines and rituals. Islam is a complete way of life.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Muhmmad Usmani, “The Authority of the Prophet”, The Gulf Times, December 5, 2014.] 

For Usmānī the scope of Prophetic authority includes political, societal and economic affairs. No serious scholar, who has sought to study the full depth of the Qurʿān, he argues, could deny the breadth of worldly injunctions contained therein. These include, yet are not limited to: 
sales, purchase loans, mortgages, partnership, penal laws, inheritance, matrimonial relations, political, social and family affairs, problems of war and peace.[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  Muhammad Taqī Usmānī, The Authority Of Sunnah (New Delhi: Kitab Bhavan, 2009), 27.] 

The first thing to note is that a complete reading of Usmani’s book sees him explicitly state that the division of Prophetic authority is a ‘Western’ idea.[footnoteRef:4] This is without justification. Even basic reading around the subject shows that numerous non-Western Muslim academics and groups (the Ahl-i- Qurʿān, Muhammad Tawfiq Sidiqi, Shah Walli Allah) have sought to question the nature and scope of Prophetic authority.[footnoteRef:5] Brown outlines these in his important work Rethinking Tradition in Modern Islamic Thought, to which we now turn. [4:  Ibid, 26. ]  [5:  Daniel Brown, Rethinking Tradition In Modern Islamic Thought (New York: Cambridge, 1998),38.] 

Brown begins by examining a key building block for complete Prophetic authority – infallibility. Within Shia Islam the concept developed that divinely appointed imams were protected from error. The natural out working of this idea meant Muhammed was prescribed infallible status; an idea that crossed over into Sunni Islam and provided foundational justification for the authority of the sunna.[footnoteRef:6] However, examination of the Qurʿān and hadith literature makes this difficult to justify. In the latter, Bukhari states: [6:  Brown, Rethinking Tradition, 61.] 

I heard Allah's Apostle saying." By Allah! I ask for forgiveness from Allah and turn to Him in repentance more than seventy times a day"[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Sahih Bukhari, Volume 8, Book 75, Number 319. http://cmje.usc.edu/religious-texts/hadith/bukhari/075-sbt.php] 

Moreover, the Qurʿān contains clear examples of Muhammed’s public behaviour and actions being corrected. He was overruled from granting people military exemptions (9:43) and for declaring a certain food impermissible (66:1).[footnoteRef:8] Those corrections affirmed an underlying principle of Muhammed’s own limitations as outlined in the Qurʿān; “I am only a warner, and a bringer of glad tidings to those who have faith." (7:188).  [8:  Brown, Rethinking Tradition, 70.] 

Indeed, as the Schools of Law developed a near universally recognised division between ‘binding’ and ‘non-binding’ rules emerged; recognising the problem of considering all aspects of the Prophetic sunna as authoritative.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Ibid, 63 ] 

Influenced by Qurʿānic texts such as the one above, the Ahl-i-Qurʿān argued for a distinction between the eternal and the temporal aspects of Prophetic witness – our second argument in this paper. The sunna was particular to the circumstances the Prophet found himself in. They argued in line with Muhammad Sidiqi, that the sunna, in contrast to an ‘eternal Qurʿān’ was only binding for the first generation of believers.[footnoteRef:10] Justification for their stance came from the contrasting revelatory models of the Qurʿān and hadith – which takes us to our third key argument. For the hadith no model for its transmission or preservation had been prescribed.[footnoteRef:11] A basic research problem therefore existed. Whilst acknowledging the Prophet as the ‘walking Qurʿān’ whose authoritative ‘words and behaviour are its best commentary’, the Qurʿān itself said little about the Prophet's life.[footnoteRef:12] The way Muslim researchers tried to deal with the problem was by recording everything the Prophet said and did. This led, over a period of some 200 years, to the hadith literature. Considering this, how then should the sunna be regarded? The sunna is best thought of as something intangible and sought after. In other words, it is an objective, and the hadith is a tangible means to try and arrive at that intangible objective. Overall then the hadith literature is a problematic set of documents that are profoundly fragmentary in nature.[footnoteRef:13] That being the case and given the profound interconnectedness of the sunna and hadith, it would be difficult hold to any stance that argued for the complete authority of the sunna. [10:  Ibid, 67. ]  [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Daniel W Brown, A New Introduction To Islam, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2017), 117-118.]  [13:  Sayyid Saʻīd Ak̲h̲tar Riz̤vī, The Qur'an & Hadith (Beirut: Imam Hussain Foundation, 1996), 62.] 

The ideas of the sufficiency of the Qurʿān took hold with later thinkers like Aslam Jaryajpuri and Ghulam Ahmad Parwez.  They developed the idea of distinguishing between whether Muhammed was acting in the ‘transmission of revelation’, in which he was protected from error, or in his human capacity.[footnoteRef:14] This helped delineate which aspects of his Prophetic legacy were authoritative. This is resonant with Christian arguments in the centuries after Jesus’ death, that sought to determine how Jesus could be both fully God and fully man – a debate that was ultimately resolved at the Council of Nicaea.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Brown, Rethinking Tradition, 72.]  [15:  Alister E McGrath, Christian Theology (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 47-49.] 

Usmānī’s argument, that challenges to complete Prophetic authority are a ‘Western’ idea, is without foundation. Muslims in modern settings and operating outside of a Western context, have also sought such a distinction on grounds of theology and pragmatism. On theology, since careful attention to the classical sources make arguments for infallibility difficult to hold.  Pragmatically, because the Ahl-i- Qurʿān demonstrated that the lack of attention given to how Prophetic precedents should be recorded and preserved, make any authority they may hold, binding only on the first generation of Muslims.  Later scholars held that the Prophetic authority and witness was only free from error when it concerned Qurʿānic revelation. Finally, it has been demonstrated the sunna cannot be said to a complete authority since it is an intangible objective dependent on the hadith literature, which is itself fragmentary. 


Bibliography

Brown, Daniel W. A New Introduction To Islam. 3rd ed. Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2017.

Brown, Daniel. Rethinking Tradition In Modern Islamic Thought. New York: Cambridge, 1998.

Brown, Jonathan A. C. Hadith : Muhammad's Legacy In The Medieval And Modern World. Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2018.
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Qaraḍāwī, Yūsuf. The Lawful And The Prohibited In Islam. Kuala Lumpur: Dar Al Taqwa Ltd., 2011.
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